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Abstract 
Friendships between students with and without intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) 
remain infrequent, especially at the secondary level. However, when friendships between 
students with and without IDD have developed, direct support from parents and teachers has 
been a critical facilitator. Thus, this qualitative study examined parent (n = 10) and teacher (n = 
20) perspectives on friendships and social interactions of middle and high school students with 
IDD receiving special education services in inclusive settings at least part of the day. The data 
were collected through semi-structured interviews with each participant and analyzed inductively 
utilizing a multi stage process of open and then thematic coding. The thematic findings suggest 
that the challenge of friendship development between students with and without IDD is ongoing, 
though there may be potential in focusing more explicitly and intentionally on increasing social 
interaction opportunities both in and out of school. Implications for future research and practice 
are described in the context of supporting students with and without IDD to increase social 
interactions and develop friendships. 
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Parent and Teacher Perspectives on Friendships and Social Interactions of Secondary Students 
with Significant Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
 Friendships have been defined as voluntary and reciprocal relationships in which two 
children exhibit mutual attachment to one another, frequent proximity and companionship, and 
evidence of enjoyment or affection (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996; Buysse, Goldman, 
West, & Hollingsworth, 2008). Matheson, Olsen and Weisner (2007) identified 11 components 
of friendship most commonly reported in extant research in developmental psychology: 
proximity, similarity, transcending context (enacted in multiple environments), companionship, 
reciprocity (give-and-take relationship), mutuality (chosen by both individuals), help/support, 
conflict management, stability, trust/loyalty, and intimacy/disclosure. The first four components 
are characteristic of children’s friendships; the other components become more salient in 
friendships during adolescence and beyond (Matheson et al., 2007).  
Friendship development is critically important to study because friendships are not only 
valuable social relationships that result in personal benefit, but they also provide a vehicle for 
developmental gains (Berndt, 2002). Specifically, friendships facilitate the acquisition of 
interpersonal skills, future social success, and emotional well-being, and they create 
opportunities for healthy social, emotional, and cognitive development (Bukowski & Sippola, 
2005). People with friends are more likely to have a reassurance of their own value, a sense of 
belonging, and opportunities for social integration and communication (Bukowski et al., 1996; 
Thompson & Grace, 2001). Reciprocal and meaningful peer relationships in adolescence have 
resulted in positive academic outcomes such as school engagement and positive social-emotional 
outcomes such as general self-esteem (Liem & Martin, 2011). 
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Because of these known benefits and developmental gains, understanding friendships and 
social interactions between students with and without intellectual and developmental disabilities 
(IDD), including autism spectrum disorder (ASD), has been an important focus in the field of 
special education (Meyer, Park, Grenot-Scheyer, Schwartz, & Harry, 1998; Rogers, 2000; Staub, 
1998; Webster & Carter, 2013). Parents of children with IDD report that what they want most 
out of schooling is for their children to interact socially and develop friendships with peers 
(Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Overton & Rausch, 2002). Educators value friendships and social 
interactions with classmates without disabilities as an instructional priority in inclusive classes 
for high school students with IDD (Carter & Hughes, 2006; Jorgensen, Schuh, & Nisbet, 2006).   
Despite this focus, friendships between students with and without IDD remain infrequent, 
especially at the secondary level (Petrina, Carter, & Stephenson, 2014; Webster & Carter, 2007).  
Nationally, fewer than 25% of students receiving special education services under the categories 
of autism and intellectual disability (ID) spent time with friends outside of school (Wagner, 
Cadwallader, Garza, & Cameto, 2004). This indicates that students do not have friends or that 
the friendships they have are limited to the school context only and thus of lower quality in 
relation to the core defining components of transcending context and mutuality. Again, in a 
nationally representative sample, about 9% of secondary students with ID and almost 30% of 
students with autism were socially isolated (Orsmond, Shattuck, Cooper, Sterzing, & Anderson, 
2013). The friendships that do occur between students with and without ASD or IDD tend to be 
low in quality and unilateral (Carter, Sisco, Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Kasari, 
Locke, Gulsrud, Rotheram-Fuller, 2011; Kuo, Orsmond, Cohn, & Coster, 2011).   
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Based on the extant research we are compelled to ask: if everyone agrees friendships are 
important, why are meaningful and high quality friendships still not happening for students with 
IDD? First, rates of inclusion are lower for this population. In 2012, 61.5% of all students with 
disabilities received special education services in general education classrooms for 80% or more 
of the day, yet less than 40% of students with autism and less than 20% of students with 
intellectual disability did so (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Students with the most 
significant cognitive disability spend even less time in general education settings. In a study of 
placements of almost 40,000 students in 15 states who participated in statewide accountability 
systems by completing an alternate assessment, the majority of such students (93%) received 
services in separate settings (Kleinert et al., 2015). The dearth of time with peers presents an 
inherent barrier to friendships because proximity and shared experiences are among the most 
important preconditions for friendships (Staub, 1998; Matheson et al., 2007; Thompson & Grace, 
2001). If students do not share time and space, they will be less likely to develop friendships. 
However, without support, inclusion alone is not enough to result in friendships for 
students with IDD (Locke, Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, Kretzmann, & Jacobs, 2013; Voltz, Brazil, 
& Ford, 2001). Students with IDD may be placed in the general education classroom but still 
remain separated physically, academically, and socially from their peers. Many general 
education classrooms are inclusive in name only, replicating the characteristics and practices of 
special education classrooms in general education settings (McLeskey & Waldron, 2007). When 
students with IDD are physically in the room but not included as full and participating members 
of the class they are more likely to be viewed as visitors and to lack friendships with peers 
(Jorgensen et al., 2006; Schnorr, 1990). Additionally, educator proximity can be a barrier to 
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friendship formation, especially by paraprofessionals (Giangreco, 2010), as students tend to 
interact with individually assigned adults rather than peers (Chung, Carter, & Sisco, 2012). 
Direct support from parents and teachers appears to be a critical factor when students 
with IDD have developed and maintained friendships with peers without disabilities (Bauminger 
& Shulman, 2003; Calder, Hill, & Pellicano, 2012; Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Matheson et al., 
2007). As precursors to the development of friendships, parents and teachers increased the 
prevalence of social interaction opportunities between students with and without IDD and taught 
students to be more successful during such social interactions (Author, 2012; Carter, Asmus, & 
Moss, 2013).  For example, the mother of an adolescent boy with Asperger syndrome supported 
her son by providing multiple social activities and specific social advice during teachable 
moments (Howard, Cohn, & Orsmond, 2006). In another study, parent and teacher strategies for 
a girl with autism included networking with other parents, rehearsing social interactions with 
social scripts at home and school, and encouraging all students to be socially inclusive so as not 
to stigmatize the student with autism (Chamberlain, Kasari, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2007). 
Despite a critical need for study due to the developmental importance of friendships and 
the absence of high quality friendships for many students with IDD, there is limited research on 
friendships between students with and without IDD in inclusive settings (Webster & Carter, 
2007). Additionally, there is a need to identify effective intervention and methods for facilitating 
social interactions for older students with IDD (Reichow & Volkmar, 2010; Rogers, 2000). We 
conducted this study to address these needs and to ultimately contribute guidance from key 
stakeholders on intervention approaches. We explored parent and teacher perspectives on 
friendship because parents and teachers are critically situated to help increase the frequency and 
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quality of social interactions (Hollingsworth & Buysse, 2009). Parental involvement is a critical 
component of social intervention for students with IDD, including ASD (Reichow & Volkmar, 
2010). Parental attitudes and expectations related to social interactions and friendships can affect 
the frequency and type of social opportunities and social supports provided to their children 
(Carter et al., 2014). This research addressed the following questions: How do parents and 
teachers of middle and high school students with IDD receiving special education services in 
inclusive settings define friendship for themselves and their children and students? How do 
parents and teachers perceive the peer social interactions of their children and students? What 
interventions and strategies to foster friendships do parents and teachers describe implementing? 
Method  
 A qualitative approach matched the exploratory goal of the study. The guiding inquiry 
was how parents and teachers perceived friendship and social interactions of their children or 
students with IDD. The participants were viewed as the experts, and understanding their 
perspectives was central to answering the research questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). We 
focused on parent and teacher perspectives because they are critically situated as stakeholders 
who implement strategies and interventions to facilitate social interactions and friendship. All 
study procedures were approved by the Boston University Institutional Review Board. 
Participants  
The participants (N = 30) were the primary caregiver or licensed teacher (general or 
special educator) of at least one student with significant intellectual and developmental disability 
who spent at least one class period in a middle or high school general education setting. We 
defined significant intellectual and developmental disability as having an intellectual or 
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developmental disability, including autism spectrum disorder, which was characterized by the 
individual’s need for extensive to pervasive supports “to participate in activities associated with 
normative human functioning” (Thompson et al., 2009, p. 136). Extensive refers to daily support 
in some environments; pervasive refers to constant support in multiple environments across daily 
life skills (Luckasson et al., 2002).   
The participants were recruited by emailing information about the study to local middle 
and high schools, local parent advisory councils, and organizations supporting individuals with 
significant intellectual and developmental disability and their families locally (e.g., Federation 
for Children with Special Needs) and nationally (e.g., TASH). If interested, respondents 
contacted us at a study-specific email address and were directed to take an online screening 
survey. All participant criteria were indicated by self-report on the screening survey, which 
included questions yielding demographic information; level of supports needed by their child or 
student(s) for mobility, communication, eating, dressing, and toileting; and, percentage of time in 
the general education classroom. We operationalized extensive support as daily support in one or 
two of the five areas from the screening survey and pervasive support as constant support in 
three or more of the five areas. The first two authors independently reviewed all screening 
surveys and agreed on all screening decisions. We also utilized a snowball sampling procedure 
by asking participants to share information about the study with others they knew who may be 
interested and appropriate for it (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). Recruitment was ongoing until the 
point of data saturation. That is, solicitation of participants stopped when interviews no longer 
yielded new or relevant information. We received 50 recorded responses to the online screening 
survey. Four surveys were opened but not completed beyond the initial consent to participate. Of 
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the 46 respondents who completed the survey, 30 met the study criteria and were included in the 
study. The remaining 16 respondents did not meet study criteria and were screened out of the 
study or were not scheduled for data collection prior to the data saturation point.  
Of the 30 participants, 10 were parents and 20 were teachers of middle and high school 
students with significant intellectual and developmental disability. Of the parents, all were 
mothers (see Table 1 for additional characteristics). The majority of their children were male (n = 
7), in middle school (n = 6), diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (n = 6), and had extensive 
support needs (n = 7). Other disability diagnoses included Down syndrome (n = 2) and cerebral 
palsy (n = 2). Their children spent a range of time in the general education classroom, 
specifically 80% or more of the day (n = 2), 40-79% (n = 2), or less than 40% (n = 6). The 
parents’ children did not attend any of the teachers’ schools.   
The teacher group included seven general educators and 13 special educators (see Table). 
The general educators all worked in middle schools and included six classroom teachers and one 
former classroom teacher who had recently become a principal.  The seven general educators 
spoke about 17 students who fit the study criteria and who had a range of disabilities including 
intellectual disability (unspecified), Down syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy. The majority of 
students had extensive support needs (n = 14). Two of the teachers worked at the same school 
and spoke about the same student who had pervasive support needs. The special educator group 
included four middle school inclusion facilitators, three high school inclusion facilitators, and six 
high school special education teachers. The 13 special educators spoke about 76 students who fit 
the study criteria with a range of disabilities including intellectual disability (unspecified), Down 
syndrome, and autism. The majority of students had extensive support needs (n = 58).  
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[Insert Table 1 about here] 
Procedures   
 Data collection. Once they consented to participate and were screened into the study, the 
participants were each interviewed once by phone using a semi-structured interview protocol. 
This type of interview was chosen to obtain comparable data across participants with the 
flexibility to follow up on topics that emerged (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). The first author 
conducted two thirds of the interviews, and two trained doctoral students (fourth and fifth 
authors) conducted the remaining third. The participants were asked the following questions: 
a) The term friendship is often discussed as being important. How do you define friendship? 
b) When you think about your [child or student(s)], how do you define friendship? 
c) How important do you think friendships are for your [child or student(s)]? Why? 
d) What do your [child’s or student(s)’] interactions with peers look like? How do you know 
when it is friendship? Alternately, how do you know when it is not friendship? 
e) What would you like to see your [child or student(s)] doing socially? 
f) What do you think has helped your [child or student(s)] with social interactions with 
peers? What could help this even further?  
The interviews were designed to take about 30 minutes, and overall they lasted between 15 and 
50 minutes each. Parent interviews tended to be longer than those with teachers. Interviews with 
special educators tended to be longer than those with general educators. Each interviewer wrote 
notes during the interviews to capture highlights of participant responses and to contextualize 
them related to the research questions. These notes were summarized and compared to those of 
other completed interviews upon completion of each interview in order to identify emerging 
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themes and gauge saturation of data. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim by 
someone other than the interviewers, and checked for accuracy by someone other than the 
transcriber. There were 269 pages of data in total.  
 Data analysis. The data were analyzed inductively to maintain a focus on how the 
participants defined friendship and perceived their child or student’s social interactions (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2003; Creswell, 2013). We utilized a systematic process of data analysis that included 
a multi stage process of open and then thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first author 
and two doctoral students (third and fourth authors) independently coded the first three 
interviews, marking data units with key words to highlight topics related to the research 
questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). We shared and discussed the codes until consensus and 
developed a tentative codebook with 21 codes. We independently coded three more interviews 
using the codebook, discussed them until consensus, and finalized a codebook with 15 codes by 
refining the initial codes. Examples of codes included Definition of Friendship, Indicators of 
Friendship, Peer Interactions, Current/Past Strategies, Parent Involvement, Teacher/School 
Involvement, and Suggested Strategies. The first author and at least one of the doctoral students 
independently coded all remaining interviews.   
 During the thematic coding stage, the analysis refocused on the broader level of themes 
rather than codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To do this, we conducted weekly research meetings at 
which all coded interviews were presented to the research team, discussed, and summarized in 
research memos highlighting emerging themes. We also looked for patterns in the coded data 
units, which resulted in the development of secondary codes. For example, the Peer Interactions 
code was expanded to include seven secondary codes: doing things together, helping, greeting, 
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hanging out, inviting peer to house, being invited to peer’s house, and texting/talking on phone.  
These secondary codes were then categorized into two groups of interactions: inside school and 
outside school. We identified themes by focusing on connections among and between primary 
and secondary codes, and then we collated the primary and secondary codes into themes.   
 In addition to the open and thematic coding of the interviews, we isolated each 
participant’s definitions of friendship for themselves and their children or students and coded 
them using a priori codes based on components of friendship from extant research to identify the 
extent to which definitions matched those used in the general population. We used the 11 
components identified by Matheson et al. (2007): proximity, similarity, transcending context 
(enacted in multiple environments), companionship, reciprocity (give-and-take relationship), 
mutuality (chosen by both individuals), help/support, conflict management, stability, 
trust/loyalty, and intimacy/disclosure. All definitions were independently coded by the first 
author and a trained graduate student, discussed until agreement, presented to the research team, 
and discussed with the peer debriefer (second author).  
 Quality indicators and credibility.  Regarding quality indicators of an interview study 
(Brantlinger, Jiminez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005), we purposefully recruited and 
selected key stakeholders relative to the topic and screened in those who met study criteria. The 
interview questions were clearly worded, open-ended, and appropriate for the research questions.  
The interviews were systematically recorded and transcribed, and participant confidentiality was 
ensured. We also ensured credibility, most notably through investigator triangulation and peer 
debriefing (Brantlinger et al., 2005). Investigator triangulation included the close collaboration of 
the first author and doctoral students through all stages of the research process, especially during 
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analysis. Peer debriefing occurred when the second author provided critical feedback on coding, 
analysis, and interpretations of emerging themes during the weekly research meetings.     
Findings  
Defining Friendship 
In response to the first research question, the parents and teachers all valued and desired 
friendships for their children and students, yet they also struggled to define it for them. Instead, 
they predominantly described that friendships rarely developed and were a challenge for their 
children and students. When they did define friendship, their definitions for their children and 
students matched those of definitions for younger children without disabilities, while their 
definitions for themselves were age-appropriate. Despite these differences, they shared clear 
indications of which social interactions did and did not constitute friendship. 
Friendships are valuable but elusive. All of the participants indicated that friendships 
were important or very important for all students, especially in middle school. They also 
indicated that friendships were valuable and desired for their children and students with 
significant intellectual and developmental disability.  For example, a high school special 
educator stated, “As a matter of fact, it’s one of the most important things that parents at 
meetings express just as much as academic learning.”  The importance of friendship reflected 
both parental advocacy and also teachers’ recognition of its universality, as a middle school 
inclusion facilitator explained: “I think it’s probably one of the number one priorities as long as 
all their safety and health care needs are met because everybody wants to have a friend, wants to 
have someone to talk to, to do things with, to hang out with.” 
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Despite its importance, the parents and teachers stated that friendships developed 
infrequently. In fact, rather than define friendship, they often described how difficult it was for 
their children and students to interact and develop relationships with peers. As one indicator of 
this difficulty, they used only 2.7 characteristics of friendship on average in their definitions for 
their children compared to 4.4 characteristics in their definitions for themselves. The majority of 
parents (n = 7) defined friendship differently for their children than for themselves, describing 
their children’s social skill difficulties rather than characteristics of friendships. For example, the 
mother of a 16 year old son with autism explained, “…friendship means something that he is 
really lacking in his life because he doesn’t know how to do it.” Similarly, the mother of a 16 
year old son with Down syndrome stated: 
I think a lot of times he is content to just be on his own and do the things he enjoys on his 
own speed because other people can go too fast and he feels probably a little off center 
because of that. So I think he enjoys friendship but that friendship can be problematic for 
him to navigate. 
Several participants, including the mother of a 15 year old son with autism, described 
core characteristics of friendship and their children’s difficulties, but within a context of 
friendships being possible with appropriate strategies and supports. She explained that her son’s 
friends needed to learn details about his performance of friendship: 
I think it’s pretty similar except…they might not feel like they’re getting as much out of 
the relationship, I guess. So, people that are his friends have to recognize that and still 
want to invest in the friendship because it might be hard for my son to reciprocate and 
demonstrate in a similar way his feelings for the other person. 
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Highlighting the characteristic of reciprocity, she noted her son’s difficulty enacting the give-
and-take interactions of friendship through his observable behavior. Still, she maintained 
friendship was possible when others knew this and could adjust their interactions accordingly.  
This distinction represented an important reframing of one’s social skill difficulties within a 
larger context of individualized social supports and social interaction opportunities. 
 When they did define friendship for their children and students, the parents and teachers 
most frequently mentioned companionship (n = 19), as well as proximity and transcending 
context (see Table 2). Defined this way, friendship consists of doing things together in multiple 
settings with peers one sees often, which is characteristic of children’s friendships. Defining 
friendship for themselves, the participants cited intimacy/disclosure (n = 26) the most frequently, 
and at least half of the participants also cited mutuality, companionship, help/support, 
trust/loyalty, and reciprocity (see Table 3). These characteristics reflect a stronger emotional 
connection, familiarity, and personal benefit that is typical in adult friendships. 
 [Insert Tables 2 and 3 about here] 
Friendships are distinguishable from other relationships.  Almost half of the 
participants (60% of parents and 40.9% of teachers) emphasized that repeated peer social 
interactions constituted friendship when they were enacted outside of school, thus when they 
transcended contexts. A middle school principal explained: 
I think our parents define [friendship] as when they reach out outside of the school 
walls…by the number of phone calls that come to the house, by the number of birthday 
parties they get invited to, by the number of events they get asked to go to.     
The mother of a 14 year old son with autism also emphasized transcending contexts:  
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I think for him, it’s very hard because he has not had a lot of friends. I think he has 
people that he gets along with and that he spends time with at school, but nobody that he 
really spends time with outside of school. He did have more when he was younger. 
A high school inclusion facilitator explained why this was such a critical indicator: “And the 
other part [of friendship] is when there is independent contact outside of school because that is 
reciprocated. That to me is real friendship.” Social interactions during school are often fleeting 
because much of the day is scheduled to be academic, or they may have been initiated by adults.  
Thus, the participants felt that mutuality and reciprocity were manifest when interactions 
occurred outside of school walls. However, friendships that transcended context were infrequent 
according to many participants, as a high school inclusion facilitator explained: “One of the 
biggest hurdles is having these friendships extend beyond the school day.” 
As a second indicator, almost 45% of the participants (50% of teachers and 30% of 
parents) described that friendships needed to include more than just working together during 
lessons. They noted this as especially critical when interactions were unilateral with the peer 
helping the student with significant intellectual and developmental disability. In addition to the 
absence of reciprocity in such “working together” interactions, participants felt such interactions 
were either structured by teachers or influenced by the peer’s sense of obligation, as a high 
school inclusion facilitator explained: “They're working together and doing fine when they have 
an assigned task to do but then when that task is over, no interaction. Then it’s kind of evident 
that the peer is doing their job helping them with course work, but there’s no connection.”   
Thus, evidence of intentionality and choice were also indicators of friendships, which is 
reflective of the mutuality characteristic of friendship. Almost a third of the participants (40% of 
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parents and 27.3% of teachers) stressed the importance of peers reaching out to students with 
significant intellectual and developmental disability as a manifestation of their interest in the 
relationship. Parents especially longed for their children to receive phone calls at home with an 
invitation to the movies. Several parents, including the mother of a 12 year old son with spastic 
cerebral palsy, indicated that such initiations may occur but usually in structured situations with 
parental or teacher involvement: “…a few kids have asked if he wanted to come over, but it 
always is with me, not just with him.”  Similarly, about a quarter of the participants (30% of 
parents and 18.2% of teachers) emphasized that friendships should be indicated by the students 
with significant intellectual and developmental disability choosing peers they liked.  Participants 
explained that they looked for and often found clear signs of student preference, as a 6th grade 
general education co-teacher of a student with pervasive support needs explained, “When they 
get to select somebody to go to therapies, she always wants this one person to go with her. And 
at lunch she always tries to talk to her. You just know. The facial expressions.”   
Enacting Friendship? 
In response to the second research question, the parents and teachers described the nature 
of the student interactions they typically observed at school and in the community. We did not 
observe these interactions. However, we were interested in how the participant perceptions of 
them would compare to their definitions and relate to their strategies for promoting friendships.   
Most social interactions were low in quality. All of the parents and most teachers 
described that interactions between peers with and without significant intellectual and 
developmental disability were superficial or unilateral. Over half of the participants (68.2% of 
teachers and 30% of parents) described that students were most frequently seen doing things 
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together. This included hanging out at recess or transitions (37.5%), eating lunch together 
(28.1%), working cooperatively in class (18.8%), and socializing in after-school activities 
(18.8%). These fit the companionship characteristic of friendship, but the participants noted that 
friendships required more than this, as a high school special educator described: “They’re really 
nice to them, or sit and eat lunch with them, but that’s the extent of what it is. So, I guess the 
friendships are kind of limited.”   
About 45% of participants (50% of teachers and 30% of parents) described interactions 
consisting of peers helping and supporting their classmates with significant intellectual and 
developmental disability. A 5th grade teacher described frequent helping interactions (e.g., 
pushing classmate in wheelchair down hall, helping her transfer from wheelchair to accessible 
swing, spinning her wheelchair around at school dances) with the culminating sense that this 
student “…is surrounded by her friends and she tends to be the center of attention.” Another 
general educator described limitations of helping: 
With the most severe kids, our kids tend to reach out in a very compassionate way, 
especially the girls in middle school will ask them to sit at the lunch table or help them 
walk down the hallway or hang out with them at recess. It doesn’t necessarily translate 
outside of the school building, though.   
Others recognized the benefits of such interactions, but again, felt they were not enough to be 
considered a friendship. For instance, a high school special educator described, “With our more 
severe/profound functioning students with more support needs, the peers have almost a paternal, 
maternal instinct. It’s very big sistery. I wouldn’t call that necessarily a friendship, but they get 
to take care of and foster that love and community.”  
PERSPECTIVES ON FRIENDSHIPS AND SOCIAL INTERACTIONS  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20 
The third most frequently cited type of social interactions were greetings. Almost 30% of 
the participants (40% of parents and 22.7% of teachers) described these as quick, surface-level 
interactions that were mediated by the communication abilities of the students with significant 
intellectual and developmental disability. For instance, a high school inclusion facilitator 
described that, “…for some of my students, a peer interaction might be a wave or high five if 
they‘re nonverbal. If they’re verbal, it might be a very short two to three volley [back and forth] 
typical conversation like, ‘Hi, how are you? How was your weekend?’”   
Some social interactions improved over time. Several participants described a 
progression in which surface level and unilateral helping interactions became more intimate, 
mutual, and reciprocal. For instance, a 5th grade teacher explained of a student with cerebral 
palsy and her classmates, “I feel like they're paying more attention to what she actually wants to 
do. In the beginning of the year it was, ‘Let’s be a helper.’ Now…I think those friendships are 
becoming more genuine because they know her more.” Similarly, the mother of a 13 year old 
boy with autism stated, “Last year it looked like pity, and it was more like distanced observation.  
Peers didn’t know what to say to him. This year, as they got to know him, it’s much more natural 
and reciprocal.” Once peers learned how to interact with him, they did. Shared time and 
experiences in the general education classroom allowed this progression to occur.  
Promoting Friendship 
In response to the third research question, the parents and teachers indicated utilization of 
evidence-based interventions and best practice recommendations to foster social interactions 
between students with and without significant intellectual and developmental disability as 
precursors to friendship. Despite implementation of these approaches they also reiterated the 
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challenge of friendship for students with significant intellectual and developmental disability. To 
address this challenge, they suggested implementing several strategies focused on increasing the 
social opportunities of students with significant intellectual and developmental disability.  
Current strategies and ongoing challenges.  The participants described employing 
various strategies and interventions at the individual (n = 23), classroom (n = 19), school (n = 
28), and community (n = 14) levels. Strategies and interventions at the individual level targeted 
the student with significant intellectual and developmental disability, such as social skills 
training. Those at the classroom level addressed the culture or structure of the class, or focused 
on peer groups including the student with significant intellectual and developmental disability 
and his or her peers. Those at the school level included school-wide programs, and those at the 
community level were strategies employed outside of school by families. Table 4 includes the 
most frequently mentioned strategies and interventions at each level.  
[Insert Table 4 about here] 
Despite implementing evidence-based interventions and strategies, many participants felt 
limited in what they could do, especially in recognition of surface level interactions that were not 
quite friendships. Some participants, such as a middle school inclusion facilitator, identified the 
social and communication skill difficulties of students with significant intellectual and 
developmental disability as barriers:  
I think their language ability and the skills they’re still acquiring, it gets in the way for 
them to be able to take their friendships to the next level, so I’m often at a place where I 
feel sad and I wish that I could help them develop the friendships in a greater way. 
Others identified the role of peers in friendship development: 
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It’s the only thing I can’t make happen.  They have to make it happen.  I can facilitate 
opportunities and I can model, but…if someone doesn’t call them or answer the phone 
when they call, they don’t have a friend.  And it’s very isolating for them. 
This middle school inclusion facilitator tried to set students up for social successes, but 
ultimately, it was up to her students and their peers to connect and choose to reconnect again.  
Suggested strategies. Other participants maintained that students with significant 
intellectual and developmental disability, regardless of their social and communication skills, 
could develop friendships with appropriate strategies and supports if they experienced repeated 
social opportunities in inclusive settings. When describing what would help students with 
significant intellectual and developmental disability improve social interactions with peers, the 
participants focused on the provision of social opportunities and adult involvement. Regarding 
social opportunities, 70% of the participants (n = 21), including all of the parents, described a 
need for increased high quality social opportunities with peers. They wanted more interactions 
generally, more participation in school clubs and activities with peers, and more time in the 
community with peers engaged in social activities. That these interactions were not naturally 
occurring and were difficult to initiate linked with the second most frequently mentioned strategy 
of parent and teacher involvement. Half of the participants (n = 15) emphasized the importance 
of direct support from parents and teachers to help initiate interactions or support students to be 
successful. This included creating social opportunities or otherwise connecting students not 
interacting on their own. Some suggested that parents could involve children in more social 
opportunities outside of school. Some stressed that teachers should model to peers how to 
interact with students with significant intellectual and developmental disability. A few 
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participants mentioned educating the parents of peers so that they could be more aware of and 
similarly involved in these social facilitation efforts.   
Discussion 
We investigated parent and teacher perspectives on friendships and social interactions of 
middle and high school students with significant intellectual and developmental disability 
receiving special education services in inclusive settings at least part of the day. We interviewed 
parents and teachers to examine their definitions of friendship, perceptions of social interactions, 
and descriptions of strategies they implemented to support friendship development. Several 
findings stand out as confirming or extending extant research on promoting social interactions 
and friendships of students with significant intellectual and developmental disability. Such work 
reflects the national goals for research on social inclusion of people with IDD, as friendship is a 
core desired outcome of social inclusion (Bogenschutz et al., 2015). First, friendships were 
described by all of the parents and the majority of teachers as infrequent and a common 
challenge. The lack of friendships and/or presence of low quality (e.g., unilateral or tied to single 
context) social interactions with peers was consistent with extant research and reaffirms the need 
for this and future studies (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Petrina et al., 2014; Tipton, Christensen, & 
Blacher, 2013; Wagner et al., 2004).  
Second, the participants’ definitions of friendship for secondary students with significant 
intellectual and developmental disability focused on the components of friendship that are central 
to children’s friendships, specifically proximity, transcending context, and companionship, rather 
than a broader range of characteristics, such as mutuality and intimacy, typical in friendships of 
adolescents and adults without disabilities (Bukowski et al., 1996; Matheson et al., 2007). This 
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contrasts previous findings which indicated that parents may consider relationships between 
students with and without ASD to be friendship when mutuality and intimacy are present (Kuo et 
al., 2011). However, friendships between students with and without IDD are frequently noted to 
include proximity, similarity, and companionship, and are rated lower on affective qualities such 
as intimacy (Calder et al., 2012; Matheson et al., 2007; Tipton et al., 2013; Webster & Carter, 
2010, 2013). Thus, our participants may have been describing that which they see regularly. 
Though these are characteristics of children’s friendships, we were optimistic that friendships 
between students with and without significant intellectual and developmental disability included 
these typical friendship characteristics. Such friendships are possible and should be expected.  
Third, the clearest indicators of friendship described by parents and teachers were the 
relationship being enacted both within and outside of school (i.e., transcending context) and the 
students doing more than just working together. Unfortunately, student interactions were 
consistently described as consisting of companionship, unilateral helping, and greetings made in 
passing, and they occurred mostly in school. Others found that students with IDD similarly were 
socially isolated or remained on the social periphery of their inclusive classes (Orsmond, Krauss, 
& Seltzer, 2004; Tipton et al., 2013) and that friendships between students with and without IDD 
did not extend beyond the school walls (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Tipton et al., 2013). This 
suggests, again, the ongoing challenge of friendship development, but directs us to a specific 
area of need related to promoting interactions in multiple contexts and to examining the quality 
of social interactions in schools that may not naturally extend beyond school walls.  
Fourth, the participants described utilizing social strategies that were evidence-based and 
considered “best practices” for students with significant intellectual and developmental disability 
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(Browder, Wood, Thompson, & Ribuffo, 2014). Among the most frequently mentioned were 
social skills instruction (Bellini, Peters, Benner, & Hopf, 2007), inclusive education (Fisher & 
Meyer, 2002), augmentative alternative communication (Calculator & Black, 2009), and peer 
supports (Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-Chapman, 2010). This was an encouraging finding, 
but it also raises the question of why social outcomes remained poor despite use of evidence-
based practices. Were the interventions and approaches individualized to the student and her 
social context? Were they implemented with fidelity? What were the features of the classroom 
context in which they were implemented? Regarding the classroom context, Carter et al. (2008) 
found substantial variation in social and academic participation within and across students with 
developmental disability in inclusive middle and high school classrooms, indicating the critical 
influence of the classroom context independent of intervention. Specifically, the opportunities 
for social and academic participation varied across classrooms due to factors such as the amount 
of small group instruction and the proximity of the paraprofessional or special educator to 
students with significant intellectual and developmental disability (Carter et al., 2008).  
Additionally, the amount of inclusive education would be a key component of this context.  
Many of the students the participants spoke about spent less than 80% of the day in general 
education settings. Compared to full inclusion, partial inclusion results in fewer positive social 
outcomes for students with significant intellectual and developmental disability (Cole & Meyer, 
1991; Fisher & Meyer, 2002; Fryxell & Kennedy, 1995; Schnorr, 1990).    
Finally, we found emerging evidence indicating that increased social opportunities in 
inclusive settings that became consistent over time led to higher quality social interactions and 
the development of friendships. Several participants described interactions that progressed from 
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helping or distanced observation to reciprocal and mutual interactions as peers (i.e., potential 
friends) and friends. Such a progression was described to occur over the course of one school 
year (SY) or from one SY to the next. Boutot (2007) stated, “In order for students with ASD to 
develop friendships similar to those of their typical peers, they must have the opportunities to do 
so.	These opportunities can occur through interactions with typical peers in the community and 
school” (p. 160). Others have indicated that opportunity barriers (i.e., limited opportunity to 
interact and build relationships with peers) may play a more prominent role in friendship 
development than students’ social skills (Carter et al., 2013; Hurley-Geffner, 1995; Kalymon, 
Gettinger, & Hanley-Maxwell, 2010). Cutts and Sigafoos (2001) found that social skills deficits 
did not preclude high school students with ID from positive social interactions with peers. 
Matheson et al. (2007) found that most of the 27 teens with developmental disability in their 
study interacted socially with nominated friends regardless of social skill deficits and did so with 
guidance and help from adults. Our participants emphasized both increased social opportunities 
and direct support and guidance from adults as critical strategies to improve social outcomes. 
 As in all research, there are limitations to be addressed by future studies. First, our 
sample was not systematically developed or randomized and is not representative of the general 
public. Additionally, the study criteria did not require the presence of friendship for the 
participants’ children or students, and in fact, many of them struggled socially. A larger, more 
diverse, and randomized sample may result in more representative perspectives. Second, the data 
collection included only semi-structured interviews with the participants, not direct observation 
of student interactions. While our focus was to examine the participants’ perspectives on 
friendships and social interactions because parents and teachers are key stakeholders who can 
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implement strategies to facilitate social opportunities, observation and analysis of student 
interactions would have resulted in data triangulation. Future studies including direct observation 
of student interactions and their progression over time would aid our understanding of friendship 
facilitation. Additionally, the semi-structured interview protocol limited data collection in the 
sense that we did not ask participants about the components of friendship when they did not 
define it themselves and we did not inquire about additional practices to promote friendship 
when they indicated those they implemented. As well, we did not specifically ask about the 
social interaction opportunities in inclusive classrooms. Finally, other studies should examine the 
perspectives of students with and without significant intellectual and developmental disability on 
their own friendships and contributions to the relationship.  
Implications 
 Despite these limitations, the findings add to our understanding of friendships and social 
interactions between middle and high school students with and without significant intellectual 
and developmental disability in inclusive settings. First, since some of the participants’ children 
and students experienced limited or part-time inclusion (i.e., less than 80% of the day) though 
many of their strategies emphasized the benefits of inclusion, maximizing inclusive education 
represents a critical starting point for social improvements. Inclusion in general education 
settings may not automatically result in friendships, but it leads to increased social interactions, 
social contact, and social support, and larger social networks between students with and without 
significant intellectual and developmental disability, as well as higher social competence scores, 
compared to those in separate special education settings (Fisher & Meyer, 2002; Kennedy, 
Shukla, & Fryxell, 1997). This is not new information, but it is critical to highlight because the 
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percentage of students with ID (17.1%) and ASD (39.5%) included in general education settings 
for 80% or more of the day continues to be far less than that of all students with disabilities 
(61.5%) (US DOE, 2014). These figures could be interpreted to mean that students with 
significant intellectual and developmental disability have such intensive needs that the general 
education classroom is not the least restrictive environment. However, analysis of placement of 
students with significant intellectual and developmental disability by state revealed a wide range 
of percentages of students in inclusive, partially inclusive, self-contained, and separate settings, 
suggesting that factors external to student characteristics (i.e., larger systems and practices) 
affect placement decisions (Kurth, 2014; Kurth, Morningstar, & Kozleski, 2014). 
Second, one of the inherent benefits of inclusive education is increased contact with peers 
without disabilities, but proximity alone without intervention does not typically lead to 
friendship development (Kalymon et al., 2010; Locke et al., 2013). Thus, one important 
implication especially for teachers (and paraprofessionals) is to directly support peers in getting 
to know and interacting with students with significant intellectual and developmental disability. 
Such support can be conceptualized as scaffolding for interactions to ensure that they are 
reciprocal and mutual and show progression over time as precursors to friendship development. 
This scaffolding would include providing information to peers about how students communicate 
and interact best, how peers themselves should interact, and how they may support students 
during interactions (Author, 2011; Chadsey & Han, 2005; Kalymon et al., 2010).  
Third, these findings point to expanding current practices to include a stronger focus on 
the social opportunities students with significant intellectual and developmental disability 
experience in addition to the traditional emphasis on students’ social skills. Natural support 
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strategies, such as peer support arrangements and peer network strategies, and naturalistic 
socialization interventions result in increased quantity and quality of social interaction 
opportunities within a structured and intentional framework (Carter et al., 2013). Natural support 
strategies, or peer mediated approaches, are considered an evidence-based practice for students 
with significant intellectual and developmental disability (Browder et al., 2014). They represent 
an example of systematically implementing the scaffolding support for peers described above. 
Naturalistic socialization interventions are individualized strategies to increase and improve the 
quality of social opportunities for students with significant intellectual and developmental 
disability. For example, developing interactive activities with peers that incorporated the 
interests of the students with ASD resulted in increases in social engagement and verbal 
initiations without specific social skill intervention (Koegel, Vernon, Koegel, Koegel, & Paullin, 
2012). These strategies can be individualized and can be implemented regardless of student 
social deficits. Thus, they directly address opportunity barriers to friendship formation rather 
than emphasizing the student’s social skills. This shift in focus from students’ difficulty with 
social interactions to students’ opportunities for social interactions relates to the variability in 
how parents and teachers perceived the possibility of friendship development for their children 
and students. Students’ social skills are still part of the equation, but broadening the context to 
include peers’ social skills and the quantity and quality of social interaction opportunities 
between students with significant intellectual and developmental disability and their peers in the 
classroom context appears critical for effective intervention and more positive outcomes. 
 In conclusion, it is clear that more needs to be done to achieve positive social outcomes 
for students with significant intellectual and developmental disability in inclusive settings. 
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Despite wide recognition of the social validity and developmental value of friendships, as well as 
utilization of evidence-based practices to promote social interactions, poor social outcomes 
persist even in inclusive settings. Parents and teachers alike described that friendships should be 
enacted both in and out of school with social interactions that manifested as more than just 
working together. Findings from our study support consistent efforts to promote repeated social 
interaction opportunities over time as precursors to such friendship development. Natural support 
strategies and naturalistic socialization interventions represent examples of such approaches that 
are effective at facilitating social interactions, can be individualized, and reflect high 
expectations in that they address contextual opportunity barriers rather than individual student 
deficits in social skills.  
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Table 1. 
Parent and Teacher Characteristics 
 
 
 
Characteristic 
Number of Participants (N = 30) 
Parents 
(n = 10) 
Special educators 
(n = 13) 
General educators 
(n = 7) 
Gender    
  Female 10 (100%) 13 (100%) 5 (71%) 
Ethnicity    
  White, non-Hispanic 9 (90%) 13 (100%) 7 (100%) 
  Black/African American 1 (10%)   
Highest education level 
completed 
   
  Some college 2 (20%)   
  Bachelor’s degree 2 (20%) 7 (54%) 3 (43%) 
  Master’s degree 6 (60%) 6 (46%) 4 (57%) 
Geographic location    
  Northeast 10 (100%) 8 (62%) 6 (86%) 
  South  3 (23%)  
  West  2 (15%) 1 (14%) 
Teaching experience    
  0-2 years - 1 (8%) 3 (43%) 
  3-5 years - 3 (23%)  
  6 or more years - 9 (69%) 4 (57%) 
Teaching licensure    
  Special education - 9 (69%)  
  General education -  3 (43%) 
  Dual (special and general) - 4 (31%) 4 57%) 
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Table 2. 
Frequency of Friendship Characteristics in Participant Definitions of Friendship for their Children or 
Students (N = 30) 
 
Friendship Component n  % Example 
Companionship 19 63 “…somebody that you share toys with and spend time with 
and do activities with that you both enjoy.” (Mother of 13 
year old son with autism) 
Mutuality 14 47 “I think a lot of times what happens is it is sort of a forced 
pairing, and it is not a true [friendship], like, they are not 
there because they want to be there.” (MS inclusion 
facilitator; students with autism) 
Proximity 13 43 “I would like it to mean the same thing, but I think due to 
the complexity of their needs it’s applied a little more 
loosely to people of a similar age group whom they interact 
with throughout the day on whatever level they’re 
functioning at socially.” (HS inclusion facilitator) 
Help/Support 8 26.7 “I think of kids that want to help her in some way but not 
patronize her.” (6th grade English/Social Studies teacher; 
student with pervasive support needs) 
Transcend Context 8 26.7 “Somebody that says more than ‘hi.’ They want to get 
together beyond school settings. It’s mutually inclusive so 
they are both making an effort to continue to have contact 
outside of school.” (Mother of 13 year old daughter with 
autism) 
Similarity 7 23 “…the ability to establish those types of relationships with 
people who have similar interests and ideas.” (HS inclusion 
facilitator) 
Intimacy/Disclosure 5 17 “I think for some of our kids the general definition would 
be being able to confide in someone…to be able to share 
about something that is going on in their life. If they have a 
close friend they are able to talk about those things.” (HS 
special educator, transition coordinator) 
Reciprocity 4 13 “It’s a mutual thing. They both have a give and take, they 
both call each other and do things. That’s what a friend 
would be.” (Mother of 13 year old daughter with autism) 
Trust/Loyalty 2 6.7 “Having a companion in and outside of the classroom, 
having somebody that they can talk to about the things they 
like to do, share their interests with one another…” (HS 
special educator; students with IDD) 
Stability 0 0  
Conflict Management 0 0  
Note: MS= Middle school; HS= High school; IDD= Intellectual and developmental disabilities 
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Table 3. 
Frequency of Friendship Characteristics in Participant Definitions of Friendship (N = 30) 
Friendship Component n % Example 
Intimacy/Disclosure 26 87 “It’s sharing just about everything with another person. 
So, emotions, minutia of your day, frustrations. As an 
older person who is married you have a friend to 
complain about your husband to.” (Mother of 16 year old 
son with Down syndrome)  
Mutuality 20 67 “Ideally, it’s mutual. It’s a desire to be with someone and 
often you share a lot of things in common. But it’s the 
real desire to be with another person because they seem 
to give what you get back. It’s a mutual relationship and 
enjoyment, I think. That’s a friendship.” (MS inclusion 
facilitator) 
Companionship 16 53 “I think it’s companionship for shared activities that a 
group of people are interested in doing together.” (HS 
inclusion facilitator) 
Help/Support 16 53 “Knowing people who are going through the same 
struggles as I am is very comforting. And then I have 
friends that are not on that boat and they get me away 
from that and we think about other things and they keep 
my mind out of that worry mode.” (Mother of 13 year old 
daughter with autism) 
Trust/Loyalty 16 53 “Friendship would be loyalty, dependability, and just 
having a buddy to talk to or hang out with.” (Mother of 
12 year old son with spastic cerebral palsy) 
Reciprocity 15 50 “I think it means having a connection with somebody and 
having it be an ongoing relationship where it’s give and 
take instead of being unilateral. There needs to be a true 
exchange back and forth and a true friendship.” (MS 
inclusion facilitator) 
Similarity 12 40 “I think friendship is having something in common with 
somebody and being able to be comfortable around them 
and wanting to spend time together.” (MS teacher) 
Stability 5 17 “I think a lot of my friendships are people I have been 
friends with for a long time. I think being able to talk and 
communicate effectively and get along with someone and 
experience caring for someone is very important for me.” 
(6th grade Math/Science teacher) 
Proximity 3 10 “Well, it’s interesting because I think there are different 
people in my life who I would consider friends, some 
being in my family, some people who are local to me I 
might see regularly.” (MS inclusion facilitator) 
Transcend Context 2 6.7 “…going to the movies, going to different events such as 
concerts or out to dinner, having lunch with them.” (HS 
special educator; students with IDD) 
Conflict Management 0 0  
Note: MS= Middle school; HS= High school; IDD= Intellectual and developmental disabilities 
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Table 4. 
Participant Strategies for Facilitating Friendship Opportunities (N = 30) 
 
Intervention/Strategy Frequency 
Student Level (n = 23)  
• Explicit instruction of social skills 13 
• Use of augmentative alternative communication methods 8 
• Instruction or support to use social media and technology 7 
Classroom Level (n = 19)  
• Teacher modeling of social interactions 9 
• Provision of information to peers about disability 8 
• Facilitation of social interaction opportunities by 1:1 paraprofessionals 8 
• Peer support during academics and team-building activities 7 
• Class schedule includes social interaction times 5 
School Level (n = 28)  
• Inclusive education and inclusive school culture 13 
• Involvement in extracurricular activities and clubs 13 
• Involvement in after-school programs 13 
• Social skills groups 7 
Community Level (n = 14)  
• Involvement in community activities (e.g., Special Olympics, Boy 
Scouts) 
10 
• Facilitation of social interaction opportunities by parents 8 
 
 
 
